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A Stepwise Approach to Using Your Family Health Portrait 
 
Learning about your own family’s health history may save your life.  Keeping a record of your 
family’s history will help you identify genetic factors and risks that you may also have.  Knowing these 
can alert you and your doctor about things to watch.  But just because someone in your family history has 
or had a certain disease or condition doesn’t mean you will also have that problem.  Genetics are only one 
part of the picture.  Your lifestyle, habits, and the environment in which you live may be even more 
important.  These are the things that you can control and change.   
New tools help you and your family accomplish this. 
 
Family Health Portrait Tool 
You can use a new computerized family tree health program.  It is called “My Family Health Portrait” 
and can be obtained free of charge at: https://familyhistory.hhs.gov/.  Once you enter the information, it’s 
stored only on your computer and you can print it to make copies for your doctor and others.  You can 
also go back and add more information to it at any time.   
 
Who Should Be Included in Your Family Health Portrait? 
First include your parents, brothers and sisters, and your children.  It’s also important to have 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, half-brothers, and half-sisters in the portrait.  If you can, 
include cousins, great-aunts, and great-uncles.   
 
What Information Should You Ask Relatives About and Include in the Portrait? 
Each member of the family portrait should have birthday, date of death, cause of death, health 
problems, and any other known medical information recorded.  Their place of birth and ethnic 
background are also helpful information.  Ethnic or racial background is important for identifying 
conditions or diseases that are often race-specific.  For African Americans knowing about sickle cell 
disease, hypertension, or prostate cancer is important.  Jewish individuals can often be genetically 
predisposed to diseases like Tay-Sachs disease or Gaucher disease. 
 
What Are the Major Conditions That Should Be Included? 
For men it’s important to know about heart disease, stroke, diabetes, colon cancer, and though rare, 
breast cancer.  A woman’s portrait should have all of the above and also ovarian cancer. 
Other important diseases that should be recorded are cystic fibrosis, depression, mental illness, hearing 
loss, vision loss, rheumatoid arthritis, and auto-immune diseases like lupus. 
 
What Do I Do With This Information? 
You may not be able to capture all of the information in your family portrait, but keep trying.  At each 
family gathering or as new information is learned, update your portrait.  Your profile will alert you to 
possible personal risks that your can minimize by an active, healthy lifestyle.  Smoking, excessive 
drinking, and poor nutrition increase risk, whereas healthy lifestyle habits of regular exercise, good 
nutrition, regular health checkups and screenings, as well as enough rest will often reduce risks.   
Follow these steps to make this information work for you and your family: 
1. At you next family gathering, capture your family’s health information using the forms on the 
next pages.  Make more copies if needed. 
2. Using your computer, go to: https://familyhistory.hhs.gov/, follow the instructions, and enter 
your information.  You can enter additional information at any time. 
3. Print copies of “My Family Health Portrait.” 
4. Share them with all your family members and be sure to share the information with your 
healthcare providers.  
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Family Health Portrait Worksheet 
--Please use this worksheet to capture your family’s health history  
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Family Health Portrait 
 
Family Genetics 
A family health history or portrait can serve as 
a valuable clinical tool in medicine.  When 
conscientiously completed and used effectively, it 
can reveal genetic risk factors and form the basis 
for an individual disease prevention plan.   
With genomic advances made possible by the 
Human Genome Project, health care is entering a 
new and exciting era for prevention and treatment.  
The future holds the possibility for cost-effective 
individual genetic profiling (genotypic analysis) 
to determine genetically marked risk.  Even when 
a genetic mutation is found, a greater potential for 
genetically-coded disease expression is related to 
positive family history for that malady.  A family 
health history is invaluable as a tool for improving 
health outcomes.1  
Active participation by patients in constructing 
their family health history is essential.  Sharing 
that history with their family and health care 
professionals creates an awareness of potential 
problems, focuses monitoring direction, and 
identifies opportunities for risk reduction.  A 
“user-friendly” form or tool facilitates direction 
and recording.  The U.S. Surgeon General, Dr. 
Richard Carmona, and the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) have a new 
computerized family tree health program that can 
be downloaded and saved on a computer.  It is 
called “My Family Health Portrait” and can be 
obtained free of charge at: 
https://familyhistory.hhs.gov/.  Once the 
information is entered, it can be printed to make 
copies.  Additional information can be added at 
anytime.2   
This year, the Center for Disease Control is 
conducting a study of approximately 8,400 
patients whose age ranges from 35 to 65 years to 
evaluate a web-based tool called “Family 
Healthware.”  The “Family Healthware” collects 
information about an individual’s health habits, 
use of screening tests, and health history of a 
person’s first and second-degree relatives (close 
relatives).  It focuses on six diseases: coronary 
heart disease, stroke, diabetes, colorectal, breast, 
and ovarian cancer.  It will also quantify familial 
risk for each of these, recommend lifestyle 
changes, and suggest screening tests based on a 
person’s responses.  The three research centers 
conducting this study are: the University of 
Michigan School of Medicine, Evanston 
Northwestern Healthcare Research Institute, and 
Case Western Reserve University School of 
Medicine.3   
 
Family History and Common Disease Risk 
Estimates 
Case-controlled studies have demonstrated risk 
estimates associated with a family history of 
several common diseases.  These studies provide a 
first-step for individual disease risk estimates 
given the prevalence of the disease in a general 
population.  These risk estimates generally 
increase depending on the number of first-degree 
relatives with the disease.  Relative risks ranging 
from two to five times above those of the general 
population usually occur when a family history of 
common chronic disease is noted.  With earlier 
onset of disease in family members and increased 
numbers of affected relatives, individual risk also 
increases above population disease prevalence.4   
Yoon et al identified the following relative risk 








OR = 2.0 
 
OR = 5.4 
One first-
degree relative 
Two or more 
first-degree 
relatives with 
onset < 55 
years 
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Breast cancer RR = 2.1 
 
RR = 3.9 
One first-
degree relative 





OR = 1.7 
 






Prostate cancer RR  = 3.2 
 






Melanoma OR = 2.7 
 
 
RR = 4.3 







RR = 2.4  
 






Osteoporosis OR = 2.0 for 
osteoporotic 
fracture 






Asthma OR = 3.0 




*Relative risk (RR), Odds-ratio (OR) 
**First-degree relatives include parents and 
siblings. 
 
In a recent three-generation study for familial 
depression, both parental and grandparental 
depression was associated with a relative risk of 
5.52 for grandchildren.5 
 
A Call for Action 
In the 2004 HealthStyles Survey analyzed by 
the Center for Disease Control, 96.3% of survey 
respondents recognized the importance of their 
family health history for their personal health but 
only 29.8% had actively collected health 
information from their relatives.6  
With the nationally highlighted importance of 
family health history, health care professionals are 
challenged to emphasize the new “tools” for 
capturing these histories and discuss the 
importance of these with their patients.  Resulting 
health plans can then focus on individual risk 
factors, health promotion, and risk factor 
reduction preventative medicine.  Patient lifestyle 
modification can greatly reduce genetic-associated 
risk factor predispositions. 
Other family health history tools, besides the 
HHS’s “My Family Health Portrait,” are available 
on the internet.  The table below lists some of 
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March of Dimes 
http://www.marchofdimes. 
com/pnhec/4439_1109.asp 







Users of this document are cautioned to use their own 
professional judgment and consult any other necessary 
or appropriate sources prior to making clinical 
judgments based on the content of this document.  Our 
editors have researched the information with input 
from experts, government agencies, and national 
organizations.  Information and Internet links in this 
article were current as of the date of publication. 
 
Project Leader in preparation of this Detail-
Document:  Joseph A. Woelfel, Ph.D., FASCP, 
R.Ph., Assistant Editor 
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